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Jihe-war in Soufhest Asia was not a subjeét which I often thdﬁght ébout
before‘1964.~ Iﬁ fadt,.l think about it more today. The daily Filling
'andzeQerydgy Just plain miseries of war wene:nothing_nmrglthan brief
mbments aSsoéiated'with-a ﬁews broadcast, bﬁt_events tocgk place which
did and wiillbontinue to influence my life.

In 1964, we were still at'Lowry Alr Force Base. That year was not one
of my best. I and a few thousand other Captains in the Air Force fell
 ;1¢tims of the Grade. Limitations Act pbsséd“bywcongress which
basibally-said.fhere‘ére'oﬁer 5020 Captains;eligiﬁle for promotion,:
but . we have‘bnly 1700 ﬂ?dor.slots which'canfbeffilledu. I was not one
"of those 1700 who weré selected, My concern, therefore; was-ngtvone.
- of going~f0:war, but wondering 1f I would bg,seiected for Major next
- year. »If:pb$§ I wouldﬁbe'forced'ﬁe3give up a way éf léfe I was

accustoned ﬁqkfor 15 years{
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;_I was inter sted 1n list

M .

ning to the. war stories of men who had

) .
A ,”si) ' . T..(‘

Lo

Viet Nam such aé. Lt 3111 Fisher and Maj. John Vendon.

;.o.

thill flew C—123’s on defoliation missions, and John flew the old

' returned froh

f'Gooney Bird on psychological warfare missions dropping leaflets,
_;money, free passes and safe conduct, chits, and everything else they

zcould get on board There weren't very many Air Force pillots who had

~served theirttour yet but most organizations'usually had somebody who
‘had. Jobn and Bill were our links to an ever-increasing commitment in
SR S o i 5

Asia.

The next yearfl-was‘promoted and we were sent to Sheppard Air Force
A o . o

Base.. I was B Flight Commander in the helicopter school. Most of our

graduates were being assigned to Southeast Asia. Also that year, more

and more ofxthe instructors were also trading the white' helmet for the
camoufiaged one. Thelir replacements were pllots who had finished
‘ their‘remote tonr‘with-variouslhelicopter organizations in Thailand
and South'Viet Nam. |
_i"t'?

I felt self;cgnscious assoclating with these men, especially during
formal soeial:affairs. I stood hy thém with my two little medals
hanging on my nmess dress coat in contrast to the rows of decoratiomns
»which visually displaygd their mighty deeds in combat I wanted those
medals, too, but I did not want to pay the consequences necessary to
get themn. I wanted no.part of a Jungle war, even in the relatively

safe confines of a helicopter cockpit

‘Two thingslhéppened hhioh changed’my mind. One was a threat, and-the
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fgthgrﬁwaswperscnal.V_First, personnal officers from Headquarters A
chrce conducted a seriles of briefings at Sheppard, - They desperate
needed experienced pllots for search and rescue operations.and

-

-¢Qun§er*innggepcy:activities.

JThezbiggest pool available for this helicopter experience was at
TSheppard.’ Ve were told that it was a 100% guarantee that any pilof

who had'nbt sefyed_in Southeast Asla would be there before the year

. : .
-was up. They also told us that i1f we would volunteer to go, we could
fly.the  type: pf helicopter we preferred. I must say they kept their

" [ ' ‘
word on bothiiaccounts. Most of us were in Viet Nam during the

following moéths flying.the aircraft we listed as first choice. I
~volunteered to go aﬁd fly the H-3 because I wanted no part of the

in Rescue. Since we.  had more H-43's there than any other helicopt
‘a greater percenfage of graduates ended up in that bQuncing,
-vibratingj thrashing machine with the upside-down tail held Fogether

‘by. Wwires. - The H-43 was not for mne under any circumstances. Nor was

| Tescue..

. The other 'thing which changed my mind was a growing desire to share

: the experience of those pilots returning from Southeast”Asia. I Kneow
é'this does seem-contraddctory. .On one hand, I_wanted_no_pant b} it

i -on the pthef hand I wanted to.be an active parfigipant: This
.dichotamy persisted througheout my entire tour. |

1w

=y
[ el

tMy volunteer statement to fly the H-2 was accepted and I was

I

WJuly 2987 port call out of Travis.. I now reversed my position and

.
T
i
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role at Sheppard. Instead of being a Fliéﬁt Commander and instructor
in the H-19, I entered into the H~-3 intial training program .as a
student, along with Ed Shearer who worked with nme back at Lowry and

-Sheppard. . After flying 36 hours in the H-3, we completed the program.

The situation at' the p&Ft at Travis was unbelievable. C}viliaﬁq
contract DC-3's, 707's, you name 1it, were continually landing with
hundréds of returhing GI's from SEA and then loading up hundreds of
'new soulsi- The port Qas Jammed, people wire siéeping in chairs,’
Hbenéhes;’flaqrs; corners —-- wall-to-wall people. What was striking

-Was the difference 1in atmosphére at various locations within the
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ﬂterminal. fAt:theiinbound gates, wives, girl friends, kids, parents

and returnees- were smiling, crying and displaying happy emotions of

being reunited once again. On the outbound side, the opposite effect

-of sadness, quiet diSCUSbiOnS but mainly each person ailentA—-'aUHhL

‘up in his own thoughts of ‘the uncertainty whiPh lay ahead.

2
Once we took off, however, the noise level increased and meh were

When each flight number was called and another 230 troops were loaded,

you could tell that there were doubts of their returning to those
I

standing half-heartedly waving goodbye from the other side. of the

fence. I was glad Adrienne was not there, It was much easier, in

comparison, to have sald our goodbyes back at Stapleton. .

r /

.again startinguto‘get enthusiastic about going to Viet Nam andwdoing

what soldiers are ;supposed to do - fight. Theré was’ a whole ‘squadron
of A-37 pilots on my flight — the first group. of the "Tweety Bird”
bunch to deploy. They were goimng to win the war very shortly after
they got there - all dressed up in new green flight clothes with
bright new name tags and rank. Little.did they realize that the firs

b .
thing they.would have.to do is take them off. Secms as if the enemy

.could spot bright patches and shiny rank and make themn targets .t

- place their cross hairs on.

. Qur first refueling stop was in Hawail. Seelng those islands’ from tha

air was without a doubt .one of the most exciting sights I ‘have ever
experienced. I have seen movies, film clips;’and travel logs abouth

the islands. A1l were inadeqﬁaté in-deseribing their beauty and the

+

~



‘My Memoirs by‘James'Viliotti

.perfect.w%ether condlitions. #hen I stepped off the plane and those
fémoué Trade Vinds blew across my face, I knew that this was truly a
iandlof paradise and that I wanted to live there. We had an hour
stop—overifor“réfﬁelihé ehd.l went iﬁte theiterminel restaurant and
odered a glant edhooctton ef:ice cream and ftesh fruit. Delicigus and
also™31.807 I was fo learn a:year later that the price of ltving in
paradise matches fﬁe?pleeSQEe you get out of being there.

’

. E . P .
From Hickam we flew to Guam. What a contrast from Honolulu. Hot,

steaming and it felt like you were breathing water vapor, because the

humidity was so high. It made you realize what it means to have those

—
-

blessed Trade Winds coming aerose the area. As usual, the run to the
local liqﬁbéwbackége stbre was aboutras furious as the run to 'the
nmén’s room. Guam has elwafs been a popﬁlervspot for stocking up on
tax-free booze. I did need the P cail butAnD'spigite and was glad
to'leeve'tdr Clark. | |

The purpose of Clark Air Force Base during the Viet Nam conflict was
multi-fold. _To me, it meant three things “dﬁe; all aircrew menbers
_had to spend a week there going 1hrou~h the "snake schooal.” - the
»'PaCific Jungle Survival Schooy‘ Second, it was a-plafe where you

i would meet friends frdm long ago - either Poming bawh gning or on R
i & R status. They club ﬁeve})elbsed. was always jammed._had a
contfneus  party, madé “hundreds of thousands of dollafs.and lost much
of: it ‘due. to theft;\pilfetidge, mism&nageﬁeﬁt,‘etc. But it was still
a jumping—off plabe where probably every Aif force officer who_evef

went to SEA unloaded a good portioh-ofuﬁis money. Lastly, it m=ant
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the last strip of Americana before the war area and a year of whatever

lay ahead.
Snake school' was terrible.” It poured rain for five days and literally
‘never let up. Mud slides occured in the training areas, and two

students were killed when a wall of slime came down on their tent.
Training for our class was terminated and because of the weaather
situation we d;dnft learn too much except that it surd could rain in
that part of the world. -

Next stop after Clark was Tan Son Nhut Air Bése. We fifst ;xchanged
our monéy into Militéry Script and were processed in-country through
three days of cattle drives. Lines, lines, lines - going nowherg.
Tan Son Nhut was the first stop for every person going into Viet Namn.
It gave you a complete panorama of what was to be inlstore for the
moﬁths ahead. Chaotic, over—craowded, dirty, smelly, hat, humid,
constant motion - from transport planes taking battle troops in and
out to fighters going out to bomb whatever the target was for that
sortie. The entire scene was most depréséing and at once gave a sense

14
of insecurity, uncertainty and a lasting impression of hopelessness

which, for me, lasted all the while I was in Southest Asia.

-

All the buses had wire covering the windows to‘keep hand” grenades from
beihg»thrown in. Guards and security poliée were everywhere.
Hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese were constantly moving on
bicycles. With all this going on, including a constant bombardment of

artillary surrounding the base.and Saigon with a continous shower of
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.flares at night,;the pPeople showed no signs of concern or awareness of
ca war going on for‘years.: 0f all the places I have ever been, .Saigon

‘and Tan Son‘Nhut stood out as the two places I would never want to see

agaih. Fallobing”my in-couptry processing and briefings, I boarded the

C—iS@.shuttlégruh which was part of the airlift support thoughout the

0

country. ‘Mj'ﬂestinatién wés'Nha,Tfang,'home of the 1lst Special

: Operatiqhs Wibg. -1 was assigned to the 20th. Special Operations

Sqﬁadron-which had H-1 gunships and H-3 helicopters with forward
: »

operating locations gt_Ban;Me Thout, Udoraz, Thailand, ;qd Tan Son

Nhut. The Heuyszfiéw du£ of Nﬁénrrang and;Bah Me Thout. H-3's .

operated out of Tan Son Nhut and Udorn.

-
g

’

I met the Squadron Commander and he still had not decided whicﬁ\H—S

location I would be assigned. He indicated; that 1t would be at Saigon

and I suddenly got that ferrible sinking feeling in my stomach.

Fortunately, Al Divéney,-ﬁoppie Hopkins, and several‘other pilots whom
I knew from Sheppard. came in that same day from Udorn. They pursuaded
the Commander to asgign me to Udorn beoau§e~1 would be badly needed
there as many instructors and flight eLaluéfors~were rotating. Thevw
were soon going to be hard.pressed to find enough experienced
helicopter pilots to r¥n the Dperatioh, They mgnaged to_sell:h;-enoﬁgh
to sﬁay,his,mind for a Udorn,aésignmenf. I.haﬁpily,beg%n fo process

out for Thailand and within a week climbed aboard a beat-up C-47 and

~headed for the land of Siam..

Ve overflew the rain jungles, of Laos and landed at Udorn. What a
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contrast between Viet'Nam and Thailand There were no ravages OL many

.years of_warii Very lit+1e hunger, happy people, quiet countrysides.

land not'marred by hundreds of thousands of. bomb craters which made

" the Viet Nam landscape appear as the moon surface. I was thankful to

berthere.

”KY‘fifsi shock, hoWEVerf came almost immediately after getting off ‘the
édbnéy Bird:‘ [ suddenly realized that the guys back at Nha Trang |

fweren t kidding when they said most of the experienced guys would be

-.rotating I didn t realize that they would be leaving on the sSame

‘AGooney Bird I got off of They were on their way out right after the

thing was refueled ' It was, "Hi, Jim, good to see you,” and in the
same breath ”Bye, take Care, and fly high " There were, of course,
some 1nstructors and aircraft commanders who would still be around

but they,,too, would be leaving in two months. Hoppie, Al and Nick

-Conti had October rotation times. Ed Shearer, Roger Erickstad K. V.

Hall and I would soon be piching up the load of taking the new B-52
pilots -124 guys, and old duffs who ware pumped through heliconter

school and gettino them training in flying comba+ missions. which we
- TRk 4 L. . - . i .
first had to learn ourselves

¢
s

e . P e
- ; . R

I took‘my gear to the ”Pony Express” hooch. _ Each room had four bunks

but we only had three guys to & room. This allowed us to have a faw

extra beds for friends pass1ng through. The room would be my home for

P . i BAn

the nekt 12 months There were black curtains stretched across ha1+

‘of'it. A desk a couple of chairs, and two lamps were on one side

SR PR
I LT 3

DI course, e pensive tape decks and speakers were al S0 pard of the
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decaor: It was hard to buy essentials at the BX but Teac and other
'$50@ units were 1in abundance. Everyone had to have one. The other

side of the curtains hid the bunk beds and lockers.

:Each,”hooch" had three to four Thailand girls to take care of
cleaning, laundry, boot shining, fresh fruit supply and other services

_depending>upon individual'needs. All of that cost each of us $2.50 a

month.

2

Nick, Hoppie and Al gave me a quiok-run down on the base, the varilous

organizations spread around and an overall briefing of the ”Pony

Express’™ mission. I was quickly scheduled for mandatory briefinga

before I could fly. These covered intelligence, rules of engagement,

1ocel custonms, do's and don’ts, the town of Udorn and a- mish-mash of

other toplcs.

I got my personel equipment in order, Had a ballistic helmet fitted.

Vas eurprised to see how heavy they were. Jungle fatigues, Jungle

flying boots; black identification patches for all military clothing,
: N

survival vest, radilos, canteens and polunds of stuff I would socon be

packing around with me every time I flew. i had already made up my

mind to get as much movie film taken so I loaded up a good supply for

the Bolex.

: Af+er 1 got settled in, I started to get the details of our miqsion;

All answers to the who s, where s, why S and how's started to fall

1.‘«- x "

into place, What made this part easy was the fact that good friendc
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ﬁere'giving me inforﬁation I needed. ’Kany'piiotsﬂfrom Sheppard ahd

%ther'assignments‘were working with me. As the’Operations Officer, 1
l

needed all the help I could get and I was thankful they were there.
.Having friends around makes even the most undesirable situation’ at
‘least bearable. After absorbing'severalldays oftground school :fhwas
;now.ready-to get my feet w;tl Butvfirst, you'had.to Qo get checked

§put in town - Udorn

. e v
‘Udorn 1s the provincial capital 1in Thailand. As with all oriental

cities, the ancient and modern were intermixed, always with the same

PR
v

result —‘openﬁoontradiction; A modern hotel was next to thg shabbiest

dwelling or place of business. There were ' shops after shops with the

oo L, L : . : : b -
majority of them also the living quarters of the owners. The small

children.werehnaked' .Theﬁoverall smell was offensive 'persistent and
Jamplified by the klong - the- canal right through town. The Kiong was
‘the city s answer to a sewage plant. Thank heavens the monscons

i 4 "

1

washed it clean every six months.

There were three things you had to do in town. First, hire a taxi for
25 baht and a death defying trip from the base into Udorn. If you
survived that you had to go to one of the jewelry stores and invest a

'month's pay on'f Princess rings, bronzeware sets, ivory Phess sets,

. i
I., R '_...'""

four—seasons gold bracelets, black star rings and pins, ruby bracelets
for the high—minded shopper, and of course, the famous Seiko watch ‘

e "r, =,
Sy

(the best item for trading with the mountain tribesman Especially for

LR

4those with "blaok.face, shine in dark” features Any money which was

'leIt over had to be spent in Armaiiets - the friendly Indian tailor
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Party suits, sports suits, dress suits and shirts were his specialty.

1
!

_Like~all good Americans, I did my solumn duty to support’ Thailand S.

, .

peconomy as chh as possible 1 got rings for Adrienne, Anne, Lisa and

=Mara j Got a good deal on bronzeware, service for 12. That shiny set

refused to stay even acceptably dull when used Erass candle holders,

»a_chess set,ja black star for_my ring —-neyer could get the stone from

R

-moving 1in the setting - are but some of the tourist bait items I

1
i

As‘far as the sults were concerned' I had three made up. Very
beautiful; Wore one on R & R and gave all the rest to the Salvation
Army when I came home. The mod look was there to stay and the cut af
the sults I_had tailor-made made me feel like a stand—in in @an old
Humphrey Bogart movie»when I tried them’on - including the tux, But I
did help to keep the Thai balance on payments up even though mine was

in deficit.

B

I liked being in town and went in every free moment I had The Thai

' boxing matches on Wednesday were a must. The use of both hands and

-~

feet was exciting to watch But the %etting going on was even more

exciting. A wild and mad place

=

.‘It was now time to get down to,more serious. things' my check out. as an

instructor and flight examiner 1 was scheduled for my first .combat

mission wit_jHoppie.‘ We flight planned and set the thing up Soon

after takeoff I forgot about everything I was supposed to know. The

y
antastic, and I was completely absorbed in looking at the
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thousénds 6f5sights Lngihis Jungle land. I never knew where I was.

My imap réading.kas not up to this type of topagraphy but I didn’t
eare. ﬁ0ppie'seemed tmfknow what he‘wasbdoiqg so’'l didn't pay too
much atfehtidn. During;the mission, I was'all eyes. Wide dpen eyes.
['saw,: heard and did unbelieveable things totally new to me. What
4really Jolted me happened as we reéturned,. - Hopple .signed me off as
‘being fullyvqualified'as an . IP ‘and ‘Examiner. ‘I didn't even know where

I was, what I did ‘and was so out of my element I :didn’'t’ think I ever

%

would. I soon learned that my checkout process was but.an indication
of what .the whole war,. at least my war, was about. Never any rhyme,

_reason, oOr purpose. Just £11) the squares and hope for the best.

The 20th Heiicopter Squadron was an unorthodox organization. %he
squadrmnaheé&quarters?was‘at.Nha»TranngViet'Nam;: Baseé at: Nha Trang
was the " Save! f&ﬁght¢" About 20 UH-1P's, some slicks, aﬁdfthe*rest
gunships. They flew cut of Nha Trang'but:opératéd'predominé@tly out
of Ben Me Thout. - That was an "Army Spectial OpEFatibns Camp and the
"Saves” worked with them. ' The 20th also had an H-3 flight at Tan Son
Nhut ‘where I nearly dnded up:.  They noatly hauled-trash, had a VIP
taxl service for MACV--and sthe 7+th Air'Force.=uNQt%toovmuch of a combat
Péleabutghad;to.put up with :the Saigon hafrassment a1l fhe time." The
2®th's third flight wad out. of ‘country 1in Thailand. -On paper;ithe |
.unit hever existed. Because it was out of counflv, all the péople
assigned“toithe"H—glPdny-Expnessmflighttwerhvpéia-TDY-expehser
F&ntasticu~gEvery-three months we;would&alligétxin tthSamExcréékf
.Goénenyirdg?£a~gbftp’Nha Trang. We would signsback in from TDY, ko to

Finance and;gat.qut:per ﬂern;“spéna~aucduple“df-da?s down oni the-
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beach, sign out TDY again and go back to Thailand:. Like many other

units, we "weren't there" because the head caunt restrictions were far

exceeded If you; weren ot on paper, you -couldn’'t be counted... This

arrangement“ paid for my trinkete and Junk "At least it didn’'t come
out- of my nDrmal pay cheok In fact ‘my take home salary in those days

was 3859 a month I made an allotment for $800 which took care of thp

'.familyvneedsh I lived.on: the remaining 350 and with the TDY:,

hazardous: duty and: separation allawance gratuities, I was able to

) ' . v »
support the Udorn,Jewelers and tallors in’the custom to .which U. Q.
servicemen were: expected to.: It also financed'most 0f the rest. and

reruperation week in Hawaii for Adrienne and me, and kept e, - in

sufficlent change for steaks ‘and good gin and tonic refreshments.

{12
E LI

l.walked into the. best:possible situation by being at Udorn. I was
the Operations Officer, aircrew scheduler, one of five instructor
pllots and‘three»flightf%xaniners. I a:signed ‘specific crews to
specific missions although I' tried to keep some semblance of a
schedule going. We held to it most of the time but the more demanding

missions were flown by the most qualified and experienced pllots. It
' ]

vwaS“only~falrl ‘The best guys got the worst mission but 1t was a

natter ofrsurvival;f I never once got any:adverSe<feedbaek about this
policy: - I'm sure:all-the outfits did the same.

Lt3was-hard for the IP's, however. Not only did- we have to fly the

,hard ones but we had to qualify and checkout the new troops. Most of

them were: not helioopterwpilots from the old school but rather old

pilotsﬁwhbuwere pulled in from-B-52's, KC-185's, GC-141's and other
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»naﬂéfighﬁér4dfganizatiOns. It was Very;difficult getting people who
were‘USéd'tD t1ying at 40,000 fedét and 450 KNT down over tres tops
‘i&dfng wﬁ&fﬁﬁélicopters are capable of doing. The IP's would average

80 hdﬁrs’of?édmbat*f1§iﬁg a ménth écmpared to 35-40 hours for the
other pilotéi But 1t did m&ke'the days and-the tour go faster.
"Qufzﬁeéhéaﬁéf épératibﬁ was very simple, But at the same timé, very

.é§fécf16é.ifPDny Express was the ¢all &ign of our aireraft. ' We were

L 4

known as the "Gomer Getters" who operated SGutheast Asia's nést

clandestine ‘airline.” We conducteéd special operations activitiss and

the Gomerséwére the indigenous people we carried around."We dropped
“iném ot andfﬁfckéa them up from all sorté df misstons fﬂfﬂafth‘Viet
Nam, Laos and South Viet Nam. One day 1t was a road watch- or?an
infélifgéﬁcéngatheringfteam.' It could be’a hit and déstroy team, or
one 1nvolved in covert operations. The numbers ranp from six man teans
to a 200 unit speci%l éierilla combat battalion! Ve always- went in
flightéhof &t‘iéaét"twd helicopters, but some fiissions néeééd*l@
chapbers. ;

!
\
\

fﬁfee'days bafore a séieﬁhled’miséibg; the hfésioﬁ commander; -usually
the IP'driﬁEst-éxﬁé}iénced pilot, désignated by me as the 1ad
aircraft'ébﬁﬁaﬁdef} ﬁoﬁid govto the Wlngvinfelligencélsebtfah where hes
féceivéd sealed packagééyﬁédéwup by the'"CﬂS“;— ”Cohfrdiled American
Sources” —;ﬁéople:zﬁffér>tﬁé‘cféWé'studie& the documents back ‘at
' sdﬁ;d}Shgdﬁéf&éiohé[”Ehéyiwefé'ﬁffefed‘By'ééVéral'CAs repretdntatives
tﬁ%o hEH'affifhé latest particulars - iﬁtélligehcé data) contact'’

ﬁbintS:‘ioééffbn and the general ‘mission scehario. Latest %-0



My Memoirs by James Villotti

photography was examined showing landing areas and pickup points.
This was extremely important as these pictures outlined every minute
detail present in confined, often hidden holes . in the dense jungle

just large enough to drop our helicopters in.

Ohce.the/wheres, whys, and whens were fully covered, the crews worked
on the flight plan, taking into account the latest intelligence
reports on the enemy battle of erder VWhen all this was done, the
crews had the rest of . the day and following day off. This meant
Udprn, sleep, club pool hobby shop, movie, or whatever.

-

Except for a few instances, most mission take-off times were: betweeq:

! ;J

two to four in the morning. This would allow the crews to arrive ab‘

the forward operating location around day break.

‘The flights to these remote spots were not always routine, especielly
during the wet season. The heavy rains and cloud patterns alweys
present'from;fhe ground up taxed our airmanship andwnavigatian;skills.
Flying close formation in a helicopter is both demanding and hazardous
under the best Df circumstances.  But add weather formation ae another
'ingredient plus darkness and you have sheer terror, sometimes more. .
than the enepy.broughg to bear.A Mid~air collisions did happén. Wﬂy
Lhere were:net more is beyond any explanation i‘could'give.- Some
crews were lest whep.they flewiinto cloudfcovered mountains. You
would knewveohething‘bad like that/happened-when the dark, murky cloud

mist suddenly toqk on an .orange color for a brief 1nstant - and no

answer yan.rﬂdio.callwyas fqrthcoming. -Flying for hours and-hundreds
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of miles to find a hole in the jungle was the most satisfying and
challenging thing I ever attempted. Much of the area was uncharted
and because of fhe‘Weather patterns, the ground was not visible noast
of the time. .But to come upon.a predetermined set of coordinates and
spot. your hole” gave me a confidence 1 never knew I had nor knew I
could have. If nothing else; my 151 combat missions made me realize
that I was as good as the other‘guy and many times a heck aof a lot
vetter. 1 always took the back seat during my life bué my experiesnces
and(adventures in éoutheaét Asia instilled in me the’;?alization tha=
I can do anything anybody else can.

-~

. Once we found our area, we had to have visual and coded radic contact

1y

with the ground people before we touched down. Many of thesd placa

[
41

changed hands on a regular basis so it was aiways wize” to know who
owned the territory before you dropped in for coffee. And getting
coffee was the first order of business. After having gotten up around

1 to 2 PM, flying for three to four hours, it was time far coffee. Y=

would be met by another CAS agent. Ve always assumed they worked for
the CIA or some clandestine intelligence agency. At times, depending
upon the mission, there would be more*than one. God, talk about
oharacters - mostly bad ones. I felt we all had degenerated to a

level as low as the ememy whom we called upon to defeat, deféét tham

because they represented an evil political‘system which was

human life and dignity was on a par with the oriental. philo=sophy.

They contrnlled the Gomer, his existance, sustenance, pay, food; and

N
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acfions. _They assigned:the_team misslon;. plan of.attack, objectives
vand evefy aspect:éf his life: If he did not follow instructions, he
would  be hung,by“the:thumbs; beaten,véastrated, shot, pushed out of
-helicopters-and other inhumane actions. which; were used as examples to

the rest., ...: - o '.a T I R “vf-_ i,

These were the people I dealt with once we were at our forward
operating base. *We had -to watch to make sure they wo%}d nat £ry to
get us to do something.we hadn’'t, plannedlor‘that was beyond the
capabllity of both the. crews and the alrcraft. I must admit, however,
they. weren't often wrong in what they said or in what they predicted

would take. place.’  They ‘knew ‘the area 1like I knew the mountains of
' ; f,

i

Crested Butte. - The VC had prices on their heads because of the years
of personal battle and conflict with the eneny. I saidnthey were
sadistic merceneries, but I don't know how anyone else could do what
they did day after day, month after munth,»yéar.after year. ,Their iaob
was dirty and yow can't. get good, clean cut American Joe college guys
to do. what they had to do. : L deon'tt cdndemn=them.but I do the systen
tﬁat“put them therex : - ¢ -~ i . . -~ - .

. 4 .
I + . HESTER

After coffee,  the CASiguy gave us a detailed briefing of what:pe
wénted.us to:--do. Basizallyy OMffjub was-to5pioknupva’team_aﬁyGomere
who- had been Qubadaing their thing for weeks aﬁd-sometimésmmbnthsu' Or
wWe: were taAdfopvaff~a~fresh‘team} The job of each crew andthlichter.
depended upon the number: of. Gomers involwved. .. You had a good #idea of
all this from the. initial -briefings at Udorn 'but many times the..

situation would ohange;in—andéy. s The team could:have made contact
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fwifh anotﬁef team and joined up to come out together. Regardless’of_
the .number -0f people involved; we always tried to operéte»under the
high . bird r.luw‘bird}oonceptw- The ~low birds were those designated to
pick up.Df drop-eff people. :The.high,ﬁird.was used as a diversionary
aircraft amnd to act.asﬂthe.reseue-aircraftAin case the low'bird was
hit Drtotﬁerwise ﬁot;ablento make it out: -

t

[y

Following the CAS briefing, things started to get exciting. In fact,
’ »”
the scariest:- part of :the whole operatlon was: abdut -to %egin.  The
safety of the.crews, and more importantly, .the safety of the teams
deéended~uponﬂgettingwinnand out of - the dreop-off point as-qg}ckly as
poesible, as quietly as possible with littie=or no -helicopter ¥
maneuvering; To do.this, you had to know exactly where to go, ‘be
'awa:e ofvthe,bést flight 'path in and .out, and have a goﬁd visual -
impression of the landing zone to reinforce and confirm the 3-D
phetographs you analyzed during the pre-mission briefings. This was.
done by getting the mission pilots, along with the CAS man, into
specially-built short. takeoff, unprepared -landing, fixed wing, Swiss
.aireraft. : These Porters could take aff apd -land within a coeuple.
hundred feet at:aboﬁtLSQ-milés anfhou£f They were flown by:Air-
American employees. ' Air America was a ClA-fianced Soﬁthést'Aisa.
airline. :these'pllotsiwére wild men. I had-fore death—defyiﬁé'
flights'with them than.I did on'our nissions. #They'wouid literally do
whatever ygu“asked. = and more!! I never felt.comfortablé péehing from
an- aircraft in-a tight 80~ degree bank with-the tops of trees above me.
I break:out: in a ccld sweat every. time ‘I think about it.. They would
usuallyjfiy abave the <louds, "think theyiwere over the gpot :they

3
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wanted to see and spiral. down through the overcast until they. broke
‘out. ﬂHow;many times that overcast was only.a hundred feet or two
above the ground. Any how many times we broke out over the Ho Chi
:Miﬁh Trail ldoking into the-eyes of<theuAAA,(antifaircrafﬁ artillary>
batteries:whdse Crews were mofe‘surprised;than we waere to‘seeAsome
cfazy~aircraft-defying God, natﬁret.and their own gun emplacements.

‘What. a. crazy. war!!

-

R

Ve . would :have qur maps in hand, plot the'flight»path from the ‘base
camp to the drop—-off peint, Time;ﬁhe legs, note the specilal terrain
features and get a: good, look at, the landing zone. This waq}d allow us

to set up the best-apprdach and know- 1f we could land or would need te

. . {i
make a_ hover operation. Once we were satisfied, we’d head bacﬁ to the
camp - anywhere from-10r40 miles away.

These -base Qamps-were;something else. They had numbers to identify

then guch:as PE 7, 38, 32. or LS. 20.. Some were self-sustaining. PS 38
wasq.headquarters of .the. lst Guerilla Béttalion. At times we just
s?ayed,phgre for-days. -It was relativelw safe. PS5 7, however, was a.
hellmhqiegt It was.ééldqmﬂsafe andnwe,ﬁever stayed past'dafk.- E&en
theﬁ@ﬁs reople and the Gomers pulled out at night. I réallyithink the

;

bad.guys -siept there aid;ﬁhe Gomers had ther-place during the day.

Ve nermally had from an hour or two. following the recon flight in the
Porter before our work began. That was time enough to recheck the
aircrafﬁ,_the;wgaponsagsﬁrvival gear,vand for a lot-.of idle talk,.

Anything to.take .your mind.off the upcoming mission. By then . ...

~
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'everything'that-could be done was done, so there was no use rehashing
itiin. your mind. In the meantime, our fighter cover was winging its
way to a pre-designated rendezvous spot shch as the elephant's ear,
the rooster tail, and the crdss bones locations whiéh had a
‘discernable feature when you viewed the topography from -the air or on
hatmap. Our cover was usually A—lﬂs?AcallAsign.PHoboaﬁ from Da Nang or
ﬁlékiu. *These‘guys w0uld»do anything for you and saved our skins many

~times by getting right down along the tree tops strafing and putting

Z

" Willie~P's and rockets . into areas which were firing on us. - Never met
“them face~téfface,.butvI felt I knew each one in a very special way.
. You were~able‘to tell: who you were,working,with~afteruawhi£?¢by their
-voices. 'I'ﬁake that back, I did meet one face~to-face. ~Tﬁeyﬁwere
taking us across the: trail ome day into.an area we always weré’uneasy
aboﬁt.':AsroneiofzthenA—lﬂs was passing my .right side, a battery of 37
mir opened up‘:and theqfifst‘several rounds took his wing right.off. I
Saw tlie red-flare: from the canopy and seat efection system go off and
the ‘pllot!s chute open'uf. I stayed on top of him all the Qayﬁdown,
had ‘the hoist fullyAextended and was -hovering over him as he was
getting out of -the harness. . Ve -had him-qnbaard within a minute after
he tduched the ground. .and although wetwere taking fire, there was no
-daﬁage to.-the helicopter. .. The Hobo-pilot’'s dnly injuriés were to his
nase :and. face which -hé& got during .the ejection process. Thezgmllowing~
. week.we received-a case. of Jim 'Beam.from the ﬁobo fligﬁt at. Da Nang,

along with a ‘scroll.of names and many bHhanks:

Our takeoff.times were planned to:get us to our: Hobo join-up.point and

“the landing. zone exactly on:.s predetermined tima. - When we arrived, if
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ithere were no identification panels visible or if there was even the
slightest hint of something out of the ordinary, we red;lined it for
all we were worth. A hovering helicopter is about the next best thing
'to a domestic turkey shoot you’ll ever find. fo things went the way
we expected them to Qe came in for the drop-off or récovery.

Normally, the drop-off missions were made {nto areas where you could
land the helicopter, or at least set one gear on the graund. The
pickups were something else. You couldn’t always coun%’on the team
making it to a clearéd.area because they may have been in a fire fight
‘or were.on the run. VWhatever the reason, many pickups were made by
hoist. These were always -very touchy and demanding. We attempted to

get three Gomers on the hoist at one time. Whenever you had the hoist

f

extended and human souls on the jungle penetrator, you were in your
most vulnerable position.  If you started taking-fire,»y;u couldn;t
take off with guys hanging on. I should say you normally couldn’'t
take off dragging people through fhe trees. It would seem like an
2ternity before the hoist operator reported that they were on board.

It was even worse when he 'reported that part of the tezam was on board
and he was taking the hoist back down to bring up the rest. How often
I felt like saying t§>hell with them ané gétting out. I never d4did.

When:you had;everybodY~on board or off-loaded it was back to the base

]

camps for refueling prior to heading for Udorn. The Hobos escorted us
back? sald good-bye, and returned to Da Nang. Wé would check over the
aircraft for battle damage and then refuel it for the long flight
:home‘ All strips had 55 gallon drums of JP-4: dropped in byvAir
America. Ve always, however, tdok our own fuel with us, anywhere from

‘three to seven drums in each aifcraft. Our trusty but obstinant



My Memoirs by James Villotti

‘gasoline motor pumps transfered the fuel from the barrels into the
aircraft fuel»systeﬁ. If they falled, we pumped by hand. By now it
would get dark and we were always hurrying to take off before it
feallyAset in. |
,

The return flight waie about the same as the flight down. Close
formation, bad weather, dark, but coming home we were able to use
Aavigation alds to needle ouf way back into the country. Tune in the
fACAHS, make contact with the Ground Control Radar,sité%, and breathe
a little easier and share é'small sense ot accompiishment. I never
knew:'if -I was doing something worthwhile contributing to some.overall
scheme to make it safe for democracy, but at least [ knew I‘gb@pleted
what I had been directed to complete. I never considered 1t a gdumb

game, Too many people were killed and guys ‘in our own outfit died

treating it as a game.

Once. were were back at Udorn we debriefed with the intelligence
people, stored all the equipment dragged out that early morning, piled

in our-trucks and headed for the club. A bigvmeal. steak, of course.

5,
\

Good, bad, tough, tender, for me it was'always steak along with
several G and T's, I never drank gin and tonic for 35 years but that

bacame part of my routine.. Never varied -~ just G and T's and steak.

Each mission was different, but in many agpects some things were
common to all of them. - The most striking was the scenery as you flew
over hundred of thousands of square miles of jungle. No matter where

you looked, it was beautiful with different areas offering unique and
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striking features within themselves. Triple canopied trees, hundreds
of feet high, packed so close together that they kept sunlight and: .
human intrusion out. They alsc kept hidden and confined all life ang

activity beneath an umbrella of changing green.

Countless waterfalls cascading down jagged walls of karst were
concealed from view until you were suddenly on top of them as they
plunged thousands of feet down narrow ravines creating great clouds of

-
mist as they entered deep blue pools at their bases.

. What seemed like small, placid streams would change to raging taorrents
, =
as they followed the contours to lower elevations. All of these
waterfalls and rivers attributed their source to the intense “and
fierce monsoons which came and went as predicatably as the rising and
setting of the sun. NeQér have I seem such heavy unending rains as in
Southest Asia. They inundated the entire subcontinent. Land that was
green and-natural suddeniy took on the look of a giant mirror as
hundreds of thousands of rice fields and patties filled with water
reflecting the sky, clouds, forests and _all their surroundings.
I flew for far distances and all I could see was terraced rice fields
in all directions. Enough rice was grown there to feed the freé
world. Control of the rice—pfoduoing areas w&s a strgtegic military
objective for both sides. WVhoever controlléd the bread basket of
Southeast Asla controlled the minds and wills of millions of people.
In sharp contrast were the mountains of karst - a volcanic material

which dominated large sections of the country. They could be compared
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4ith our Badlands and movement®+thrdugh them was virtually impossible.
- What made- them eveh more hostile was the constant cloud bases which
covered their jagged peaks; hiding them from view. [t was always a

good idéa to c11mb'upﬂJﬁStAaflittlgvhigher‘When you had to fly on

v

instriments over thése ‘uninhabiféd areas.
Despite all éleménts whiéh could sudderily turn hours of normal
operations”into moments of sheer terror, mahy missions wére

. , .
uneventful. ~They were flown as planhed, no probiéms:’po decisions and
no puckering. ' Thefé were also ‘many times during which my

evér—-churning stomaéh; due to theé Thal food preparation and water

<

" ba&teria content, was thrown into high gear. The first of these
moments to remember was my initial contact with.enemy gunfire There
wad always a sense of hélplessness but also-a’need to duok, move, rum.
Butwhen you are strapped in a sedt afid all’ you can move is your head
and armé;?dﬁbkiné fs impossible, You ¢in't fly with your head down.
Mbving-about is“out of the guestion; because ‘where can’you éo in a
cockpit? -“You can't fiy away because peopléion the ground depehd upon
you:. I'always did oné dumb thing, howeyer.” 1 always®looked thé other
wéy:-'If gunfire was coming from the ;ighf, I'd look to the left.

Always had some replusion of being shot in the head.

Thére wefé many times' I coiild hear the bulléts.impactfng thé aircraft
fusélage evén above the noise level of ouf!ﬂwﬁ gunnérs returiing the
'ffféf'SéVéréi fimeS'fhey“waﬁld'shatter the glass as ‘they tére. into the
cockpits ‘If”%aé A novelty to hang up a piece of plexiglass full of

. buliet hé1&s back in the hdoeh. RBut After awhile, the novelty wore
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pff and besides,-theré,wasn’t enough wall space in those small

cubicles to accomodate all the war souvenirs,

Qruising'along about 5000 feet above the terrain was a relatively safe
environment. Once in.awhile this safety was punctutated by AAA bursts
' which suddenly got.oﬁr-attenfianl ¥0u>wouldASUddenly realize that
soﬁeone on the ground wéntéd to knock you out of the sky.

Anti-aircraft fire is nice to watch - something like a 4th of July

-
fireworks display. But the consequences are different. All you want
to do 1s get away as fast as you can. Quick turns, changes of course,

climbs to higher altitudes were some of the tactics which brought a

little safety to you.

Even more spectacular was the visual effects of tracer ammunition
;streaking across the skles. The psychological impact was extremely
vivid,, espeoiélly when the gunners were beginning to get your range.
At night; the.impacf was mere startling but shorter lived. The ground
-gunners couldn’f track as well and. when they did, it wasn’t for suck a
long time. All they had to go on was gound, a few lights or engine

: ¥
exhaust.

One real pfoblem was‘hﬁist;pickuﬁs, especiailyAif the ground féams
were.being chased. VWhen.the hoist penetratar éame dowﬁ,_they all
wanted to climb on it.at the same time and get pulled -into the
relative safety of the helicopter. But the hoiét motor could not
acéommodate that'type of weight. The first .time it happened was on an

‘emergency exfiltration. These were bad to begin with because you
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‘always knew that the enemy was in close pursuit of the team and if
-they weren’'t extracted soomn, i1t would be too late. Roger Erickstad
and I went in as low bird to pick up a six-man intelligence gathering
team. The area was not the best with high trees, so high that our
hoist cable of 225 feet was too'shbrt to get to the ground. Ve had to
maneuver our way down into the trees, watching that our main rotors
and tail rotor~didn’t-contact any limbs. The Hobos were overhead and
it was they who first alerted us that we were taking on fire. They
could esee tracere coming from our "7 o clock” ‘position - a real blind
spot. As soon as the VG opened up, all six Gomers hit the hoist at
.once and wouldn't let go. We were S0 power limited, with them holding
‘on, [ couldn't get into a higher hover or maneuver in an attempt to
-climb out and depart the scene. I told the hoist operatar to hold'out
hig hand with three fingers indicating to thém that thrée was all we
could take. This didn’'t work and I told Roger to fire a close burst
from his :automatic weapdn and keep indicating three only. When 15 to
20 rounds came down close to them, they knew we meant business and
were more of a threat to their security than the VC's wha were only a
few hundred feet awa&. Three let ‘loose and we were able to get them

- up. The Hobo's were hollering for us.%o’get out but looking down and
seelng the others gaping back nervously anticipating +heir rescue kept
us hanging in there. We did 1it. Lead Hobo then told us to pirk up a
certaln heading, stay low and gét on out. Back at the base camp we

‘counted 37 hits throughout the airframe. Nobody was hurt.,

There were ather times things didn’'t turn out so well. When they

refused to let go of the penetrator and we were taking 1t pretty badly

~
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and' it became paramount to get out fast, I told the hoist operator to
éutVthe cable:- He would then hit the firing switch which would
activate aﬂcarfridgé{' This would shear the:cable.at the aircraft. It

‘wonulad :then fallzto-theigfound and free the aircraftufor takeoff.

There "were other situations which alsoloverloaded~the helicopter.

This happenedTwhen~ydu:ianded instead of:hovered and went in to pick
up ‘Farge hit-and-run teams.- Thelr purpose was to stir up asrmuch
froﬁble‘as possible and irritate the VC all' they could? If . they.
succeeded ih doing this; they were usually ohe stride ahead:of a bunch
of bad guys in' hot pursuit. Ve usually had .six to 10 helicopters for
théseitypéé of*dpera%idﬁsiwhere we would haul about 25 Gcme;; in each
aircraft.: On:bne particular misgion, everything went wrong. :=z% flight
of I@“dfopped off a'200+man guérilla search and destroy 'contingent
without any glitches. We were scheduled to return precisely in 2 1/2
hours to: pick them up. As we were. making-our approach’into.the.landing
zome . thete was no ihdication that .1t would:bé anything bu;»a'tﬂutine
exfil:; But, just'as we were coming: into our.touchdown, it sSeemed as
1f the entire rice: fields albng:our right\flanksfopened up as 1f in a
Ceméteryihorror-mbvieii MortarsvwerEWZQroing‘inwon:us.and 1 could -
actually see the VC''s coming out of their holes~firing &t us. Our
flight erews returned fire but 1t was the Gomers. who really saved.ugs
from capture ‘or-death.- - They came between us-ana the:eﬂémy.wdropping
down, returning fire»@ith.automatié weapons, getting up, retreating

' toward the choppers, dropping down and‘firing once more. For this
;ﬁtssrbnp weﬂhaq two"flightﬂmech&nics,oh'boardﬁéather2than one.. This

‘alloved us- to-lead and off-load the :Gomers from hoth’ the main entrance
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gpdr and thevaft_ramp“te savevtihe‘and speed. up the process. SSgt.
‘Martelli was up front working.the main door and old MSgt "Dad”
-yenthingham,wae_cn the aft ramp; We were the elosest aircraft to the
'?etreating_Geéefs endlthey,ﬁere,piling.on board through both
5eﬁtrencesnthere wasdeqlot of ‘radio chatter, weapgns firing, Gomers
;hollering,;and:unorganiéed chaos. VG~f;nally zeroed in on us and all
of a sudden the whole cockpit seemed to explode, Our'f;ont
‘windshields were lewn out and slugs ripped through the cockpit area.
My back beeame,very hqt,and,numb. I could hear Dad Worthingham say he
couldn't getAthe eft'remp ﬁp. . I.sald, "Don't sweat it.” Marielli
‘said, ”We.afe loaded,. . let's get out.” | I applied max power, AJifted off
apdveiarﬁed,meving forwardp but neot very fast at all. 1 couldp t get
.the,nose_dpwnvfar enopgh'—_we were oyt of balapce and tail hea;y. I
yelled at Martelli to start pushing them forward, even éet a,.couple of
them in the cockpit area, He did and I was then able to get. the. nose
low enough to gain. airspeed and climb. Ve were sitting,ducke:all
alorg and Igdon'glkgow how we go§~qff;L_Ihe Hobos again werefdeiﬁg a
superb job of putting ordinance into. the area that the heavy
concentration of fire‘was cnming -from. - Whehxwe finally got to.our
cruise. altitude, I gealized I had been hit in the back. My whole left
side -was numb and'i tnansﬁeredeoentfol DQer'to my COfpiibt;‘ About
this time, Martelli called gver;interphone that some Gomers were also
wgunded;but he hadn't any idea of how many or hew badly because they
were packed in like sardines. |

When-we landed,  we were astonished.to learn several things. .First, we

had taken BQ:Gpmers_gnhagrdi,“Ourrcapaeixywwae 25. No Qonder-ear.;‘
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I:<centra1 8Yro> was .out of balance. ‘It’'s a miracle we got off the
ground ét.alln Six were wounded and oﬁe was dead. The other shock
;ame when we finally got them all out. Dad VWorthingham was gone. Ve
.didn't know 1f.he fell out, slipped away afféf ladding, which would be
highly unusual, or what. Befdreﬁr~coﬁld even think of an ékpléﬂation
:0r plan a course af.action, another wave fram our flight came in and
who steps out of thenAir'Aﬁerioan helicoptet'ﬁut‘old Dad himself -
face white as snow ~ even though his golden"fan was still evident on
his arms.,. ' He had gotten out of our helicopter‘afterralzh attémpting'
to close the aft ramp. - A cardinal sin - you ‘never leave the ‘aircraft
without: explicit permission of the’ aircraft commander. He ge}’out,
étarted pushing the ramp up and at that time we ‘started lifting:- off.
When: that happened, he.851dﬁthe,wholefworld‘cibsed in around hiﬁi
Here' he was,ﬁunarmedy-excepf far his 38, in the middle of a ragingf
fire'fight, mortars goingfgffﬁevetywﬁere‘and‘he'is5stapding in the
middle»gf a glant rice'paady, shocked, helpless, and completely alone.
An Air Aﬁerican Pilot luckilly. spotted him as his aircraft was Seing
1Daded~and4he.hover/tgxiedfnver'to Dad who' didn't need to be told to
get onboard. -In all'the.confusion, Woftﬂigghamfhad sald he was
getting off . to bring up the ramp. He a;sumé&VI.héard'him:buf ot”
course:Lﬁdkan?t< A.harrowing experience which turned out to be a good
conversatien-topic worth#many laughs:: One of #ahy:such éxperiéhges

with a happy ending.. . . .« &

My .back was still numb. ' I took off my restraining harness, fladk vest
and survival vest. The” slug ‘went'through the Back of my seat, through

the. flack vestﬁand skimned along the middle Of my béack. Nothing a
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good"cleaning and some bandages wouldn't take care of. Within a few

days, it felt all right.

We stayed in the jungle'for five days'during"thét operation. The
,folldwing morning, we got another shock. About 5:30 AM my flight
meéhanic‘came running to where I was sleeping. He was so excited he
could hardly talk. All I cquld make out from his Jabbering was the
phrase, '"One of our'heiic6p£ers is missing.” Now how i the hell
could anybody steal a.20,®®0 pound alrcraft parked several hundred
feet away and us not know about it? The whole bunéh was awake by now
and wé all started heading toward the parking area. It was s£111 dark
so severalfof us took our flashlights along. Sure enoﬁgh, Gene
Villiams' helicopter was;gone. Ve proceeded'fo do what any '
disciplined military‘group of men would do, especially si%ce we oniy

had on combat boots and shorts. Ve - milled aroud, mumbled and

scratched.

The.- sun was beginning to cast its first morning light and we could see
the tire tracks leading away from the H-3's parking spot. The chocks
were stili in place. - We'spotted.the heiicopter.andlwhat that crazy
thing had done probably could never be duplicated again. -There‘it
was, 200 yards away, doﬁ;:a hill nestled in‘a gfouping’oﬁ.trees,

apparently without a scratch on it.

During the night when the hot steaming temperature of the jungle
cooled off, the pressure in the brake hydraulic lines bled off. Also,

the air pressure in- the tires dfdpped off sufficiently to allow the
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wheels tp-rolllover,the réstrain1n5<chobks. The area was not. level
with a.fairli gqod incline. All the circumstances were perfect to
start the-aircraft Qn’ité flight of freedom. .It winged its way down
the slope, throngh a hillside lined with: trees and didn’t hit any of
them.: Gene startedxitgﬁp;°howered-out'and‘set it back down on the
parking,ramp.:.What a week that was.. Bob anst'sfepped in a sink
hole,” badly éprainingvh;s ankle, sat for two days with his foot
soakingy’mrseing all the actilion including a few medals for some
‘herolcs we were all making out 1like. : - . : :.

,
Ve were alsogoc fortunate (?> to have -our Squadron‘Commander come over
from Nha Tréng to fly with us: A real bastard he was. Wﬂgﬁgver there
was .a chance of.hié gefting a medal on a mission, he was there. Not
#0o contribute to the effort, but to.reap the awards and glory.  He
flew as my copilot,theﬁday we. got. hit so ba@gv He ggt-a small sliver
of glass on his cheék‘ﬁﬁen.the.bursts came. into our cockpit and it

drew some-blood. No more than he would get shaving but for him, that

.was his Purple Heart. VWhen we got back to Udorn he went through the

ot

4

f

prdcess:iat: the hospital. sl refused to e?en.have them:take a. look
my back because we would havé'gOtten Sne together. I wénted;no part
of*any-éward,with him.: He featly showed his: true colors and -
profession&lism a fewgmonthé later. . ' i -
There)MbreLsix'Amertcan;piluts funning;ar&und the ground about 1S5
mileés west of Hanoil. An EB:66a¢rew,,a F-105 Wild Weasel crew and an
;F—4D‘crewaa‘jhé Jollieé;andeSandys tried for three»consecﬁtive;days to

-get them out but the ‘Rescue Task Force. was forced back by intense
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ground fire. They also had to contend with the MIG's who were playing
in their own backyard up there. The Rescue folks finally called aoff
their efforts to bring them back. I got a phone call from the

Operations Center saying I was. to_get some people over to NKP for =z

special mission briefing that morning at 090@ K. v. Hall, Ed Shearer,
Roger Erickstad and myself took a bird and reported to the
Intelligenoe Section. Ve. were met by bilg wigs from the 7th Air Forece
Joint Pereonnel.Recovery,Center out of Saigon. The %enter,was
commanded by an Army two star general His deputy was-an Air Force
,Brigadier Ve all sat down and an Army colonel briefed us. Ve were
to take a three-ship Pony Flight into North Viet Nam and bring these
pllots out..- That basically Qae the mission. The first thiné that
entered my mind which L‘stood up and asked was, “Thet’s a Reséue
mission, how comebtherjolly Greens aren't involved?" i(wae told that
they had been but refused to attempt any furtner recoveries because of

the untenable situation. I was wondering what we could do that they

couldn't.

My thoughts were answered as the grand plan oegan to unfold before us
by the briefer. .This was the soenarioi Ve were to fly special South
Vietnamese commando teams who were dressed up in +he North Vietnam eze
uniforms and drop thed off in the vicinity of the downed American
prllots. These commandos, would make contact with the Americans, get
then all together, we would then come in” pick them np, and fly back
to NKP. On the surface 1t seemed like a reasonable thing to do. The

A-1 Sandy pilots who worked with the Jollys in tﬁeir attempts would

_acconpany thefHobos-and lead us into the area. VWhat sounded like a
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good plan began to: take on doubts when the'Sandy Pillots expressed
their reservatibns about ény’hélicopter getting into that general
area. But we would give 1t a go. Ve spent the rest of the'day flight

pPlanning and then flew back to Udorn.

The next mofning'I led a flight of three H-3's back to NKP. Ve
tonched down -abaut 2:30 AM and were pscorted to the far side of the
fiéld. About that same time, one of thé‘dminous C—lapbBlack Pirds
representing the special activites group touched down and taxied
beside us. quvefed.vans pulled up to its aft ramp. About 30 Goners
dressed up like North Vietnam soldiers climbed onboard the-svans. They
were then driven over to our helicopters. Security controls gere
1

‘extremely tight. When they were all buckled down, we started up and
began what was to be my most interesting, discouraging,
.disillusioning, and wildest experience of my life.
We joined up and headed north out of NKP at about 800 feet. Suddenly,
KV Hall called saying he was loosing his main rofor transmission oil
and Qas going down -for an emergency lagdihgu I told Ed Shearer to
stay with'me and we would follow him down. KV touched down and Ed- and
I were right along side.."We'landed.in an open area about a quqrfer of
a mile from a small Ihgi villageﬁi'sﬁddenly things happened so fast
and unexpectedly that we were tofally Unabié'to react to a chain of
events which led fo an internatignal ipcident.

' : :
TheiSQuth Vigtnam special forces troops which Qé had onboard had been

fighting the war for years and were part of a highly trained special
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cdmbat unit. For'miééi6ﬁ éfter mission, month after month. they were
t&tally involved in assault landings. Whénever.they Jumped out of a
landing helicopter,.they were in;bad“guy country with VC firing at
them before they took three steps away froﬁ'the helicopter. Thelir
whole traiging, in fact, their véry~sur§iva1, demanded that they get
out- and shoot at anything that moved. They understood no English and
when the three of us.touched.down,'there was no way for them to know
what was happening =~L1tt1e did they know they were Sg111 in

Thailand.

Ihesfhaiéﬂareja'Veryvfriendly and happy people. When the s#illagers
‘heard.our formation and-saw it coming in for a landing cloSe'Eo their
settlemént, they were.eéger to see what was going on. VWell, as soon
as our wheels touched, the Gomers were out' ready for blood. Théy had
spofted the Thais coming to.have a look and began tdApour automatic
weapons fire and grenade'launchers in their general direction. All
you could see was Thai butts scurrying for cover as the whole world
exploded around them. It must have taken us five minutes to settle
the Gomers down and convince them we weré in no danger. Once things
settled, it didn't take long:for the vfllagers-to show their
hospitality in'spite of the near destruction of their town and
~themselves.. .They sooﬁfwere feeding the Gomers bananaSg‘grapefruits,

and other delicious tropical fruits always in abundance throughout the

area.-

I ‘managed to contact. the Sandy and Hobos who were coming to join us

and’ asked for another helicapfer from Udorn to replace KV's.  Within
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and hour and a half the whole gaggle was once more heading for the
Nérth Viet Nam border and our objective. We refueled at the last Lima
.site next to‘thevborder and from then on it was the Sandys' ball gans,
They had been up there withvthe Jollys and knew where we were going.
It didﬁ’t téke long before we reali?ed why the Jqlly‘é had given up.
VThe‘whole skyflit up'as'SQmmhtracers.cri@s—crossed the air around us.
KV[S qircraft}took a few hits but that was all. As we proceeded

» closer to Hanoi, it was evident that to insert these éfecial teans
covertly was‘out of the question.‘.The wholevcountryside,was populated
wiph‘farms, Qillages,land wés dotted with countless thateh huts. Ve
could lanav let the GDmers out but -everybody in the surroundlng area
would know it and that would be suicide for our teams and maybe us.
Suddenly, the sky turned yellow in.front of us. AAA batteries @ere
going off everywhere and the Sandys told us to do'sometﬁing nobody

questioned. Ve did a 180 and got the hell out of there.

Weilandedfpack at NKP about nine hours after that early morning
dgpgrture. The Army two-star was walting along withAhié staff. It
éegms like the eps@oge near'the Thai,villqge got very high lével
attent{qp. Our- South Vietnam Ambaésado; aloﬁg with the US Ambassador
tp Tha&;and, the Secretgry af State and.numerous militafy advisors
were discussing the incddent with government of Thailanq t
representatives. I guess it appeared for a shor£ time fﬁat Thgiland
hadybeen invaded by North Vietnam - an event ceftainly worthy of high
level concern. I knew .the ramifioations of our small "invasion force”
continued beyond that day, but we heard nothing more about it. . In

fact, I never gave it .8ny more-concern, although it was worth a- goad
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laugh later Dn; espedially sincé no one Was'huft.

After we debriefed, thg two-star sald we were to try it agéin the next
day. Ve did, and excépt for. the shoot-up-the-Thai-countryside
episode, the resﬁlts'wg?é'thé~samé} ‘They shot the hell out of us.
Same debriéfing, samé{q;géré - go agéin the next'day. I had begun to
doubt the sanity of all of this but we reluctantly took off for the
third tiﬁe. Thié'time, we wéren’t'so lucky, however. ‘fﬁ’s crew chief

got hit in the leg, two Gomers in my plane received wounds, and one in

Ed's was killed. I couldn't believe what I heard following the

v

debriefing. Ve were told to go again!!
. . 1

At each one of these debrilefing sessions our 1llustrious Squadron

Conmandeér was there. This timé he wasn't flying with us. He was

smarter that I thought and prbbably figured there were safer missions

where he could get more médals. He never said a word, but I finally

did.A-I asked the two-star general just what it ‘was the Joint

Personnel Reéoﬁery Center was trying to prove - ﬁeaning him, of course
- but I wasn't that direct. I went over dur missions, explained we

: 14
could never do what we were ordered to do. Beslides that, the

emergency signals suppééedly‘coming from the downed crew menbers were
stronger - when tﬁey shgﬁld be getting weaker. I finally said that if
the mission was political to show that the U.S.tWas heavily involved
in getting out downed crews even close to Hanoi for back-houe
propagéndaApufpdses,‘theﬁ'fell us and we could plan the mission and
réaét aécbrdipgly. Bﬁt if we were really expected to do what w2 had

been ordered to do the past three days, then it was simply a eutcids



ﬁy'ﬁemqirs-py iéﬂeSinlthti
.aisslon; badly thdughﬁfupxwith no possible chance of success.

There was-a terrible silence in the room as the two—étar stared back-
at;me The ‘Lt Col_iwho 1ead the Sandys broke- the 51lencp as he added
QHeﬁs righ;,zGeneralnﬂg The General looked;back_@p,me and said, TI'1l
takgycare;of_yod later; Major,: but for now your. crews are off the
hook,lrI’lL{have;ﬁhe Army ohoppermpeeple.take'over-from here.” He
did.hsIheﬂngxtmmorning'four;Army.Hueysgheadedmnorth wiEh the Gomers
aboard. They«were,never»heard ffom=againf Nor did 1 £;ar from the
Army» General, his‘Air,FQfCe Deputyﬁor'the Joiﬁt:Personnel Recovery
'Cenﬁera.-My:Squaern.Qommander was -something else. Of all E?i@gs, he
couldn't figUréeout how in the world I could have embarrased him in
frant,pf-al;~those~peoplé!!,-I~dgn’¢rremembér:all that I saild t% him.
That was the only time I was ever disrespectful'to a supérior during
my'gntdre.military;oareer. All my feeliﬁgs toward him came-pguring
out. _He never said a word, but he had the last one on my efficiency
report. — a_primé:y tactor of why I. never made full Colonel. ﬁut;
fraﬁkiy, it was worth 1t. . I'm alive and -well., :Not'like the Army

Vorking for,the -Army high command was much different thad working with
the Army;helibq?termpilEtSQ -1 made: some gooddfriends with the)grunts.
Whenever there;mas;same4mi$sionﬁwh1gh,required,tie power and- Lift
capaclity greater thanequrﬁﬁﬁafs,vthey would bring in the CHr47.:hooks
from varieus: Army=transportation companies.. .- They were quite a; bunrh
Although we. flew the same mission, t@ok off from the same base:and

-

landed at the same spat weynever flew with them:. They believed that
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thé'only way to get £;bhAPo1nt A to Point B was to fly a straight line
between them. = It didn't make any difference what was in between. If
thére were.enemy éohceﬁtrations élong the route, we would ‘go around,
buttnot the grunts. - They'd go straight over, shooting all the way.
Qﬁénvtﬁeyylanded, the first thing they would do is strip and clean all
‘the weépqné..?Next 1t would be to light a fifé. The crew chiefs and

" gunners cooked our:meai while the pilots br&ke out theilr "emergency
rafibh” box of excellent iiquor.and mix. Everyone hag a before—-meal
drink. Ve'd eat and”dhly then would they take care of their
helicopter needs. 1 h&sfisay‘they had their pridrities right. Many
of-them had three fours in Southést Asia. ‘I would have had-different
prioritieé too 1f I knew I would spend three to four years doing what

i

we were doing. A gfeaf bunch of  men.

The episode of the Gomers and the Thai invasion" was caused by lack

of communications. None of the hundreds of Gomers I hauled around

during all those miséions'spoke English. I didn’t even know what thev
spoke. This factor was always a constant cause of worry to us. It

wasn’ t. a problem when we were taking theln in because we first picked
them up at some base camp while the CKS’gﬁy'suﬁéfvised the whole
affair. Wé_dropped them off at some prédétefmined hole 1in the fjungle.
But ekfilling them wa;ganother thing.' The only wéy wé;made contact

" with the team was b; coded, Cbrofed, panel clo;h shaped into soite
syﬁ%bl.:'lf’we saw the panels and they told us what we wanted to know.
we'd come ih,and laﬁd; You,woulaihever see a Gomer until you were
dawn on tﬁefgégﬁhd thﬁ»sﬁddénly they would appear from the jungle

covering. It was impossible to t&ll if they were, in fact, the good
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guys you were pilcking up. Everyoﬁe who wasn’t American looked¢thadu.
same, éspecially in combat dress. The only sure was of knowing if ‘you
were right was 1f they didn’'t shoot at you. Sometimes we were’wrong
when our exfils were compromised with dire consequences. To sum 1it-
up, coming ‘in for a pickup was always a puckering experience becauae

-

~you didn’'t. know what or who would be greeting you.

There are two other events I want to recall. Once because it was a
tragedy'ané the other because 1t was an encounter ;iﬁh disaéter in a
most unexpééted way. As I said before, whenever we had an emergency
exfil,'itﬂégs usually bad and unpredictable. Jay Oberg and I were
sz S . P
sent in tdﬁpiCk up axteam'wholwas;on,a sﬁort,.but important,
fintelligence-gathering mission..:Apparently,:they were carrfing
information ‘about the main communiCations lines going from North Viet
Nam_intqythe Parrotfs Beak area. They were beingﬁchased'and.it looked
Las if they ‘would be overcome before we got to them. Whenever there
was. a pqésibilityhof a real quick extraction, and the safér means of
ﬁsing‘the hoist penetrator was too slow, we used the McGuire Rig.
This was afvery long rope affair with Loops in 1t to secure: feet and
hands. The guys on the ground would simply grab onto the rope and
we'd 1ift: them up and fly away while they hung on.. You would then fly
to a safe area, let: dcwn, they wquld get off, and then you'd land énd
pick themipp. Ve got to them but some were glreadyfﬁounded:and.all
‘were on thé run. Jay and I threw out. the ropes;. four grabbed mine
and six were on his.”" The VC couldn't.haVe'bEen But sEvefﬁl*huﬁ&red
feet away - and as we ‘were lifting away, they began to shoot at: the

;](v ,r

dangling targets. . Three werthit and khdckéd-off Jay's ‘rope. One

=~
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‘dropped from mine while we were at about 300 feet. There was no safe
_:area nearby and we had to climb to 9@00 feet to get across the Ho Chi
. Minh Trail., The six Gomers hung on and we flew over 80 miles before
coming down to.60®® feet once we crossed the trails. Another one fell
off Jay's rope enroute and when we landed, .we had five remaining
survivors whose hands had to be pried loose from around the ropes. It
,took a long time for me to get over that experience, I saw menvdie

.. before, but as in_ail'events, circumstances determine impact. Seeing

those Gomers falling to the jungle floor was horrible.

The other e@ent took”place without benefit of the enemy_glaiming
victory. édlShearer was my wingman and we were returning home from a
routine mission Ed_and I had known each other~for a long time. Ve
were together at Lowry flying the SAC missile site missionf Ve went
to Sheppard'toaether where he was in my flight of -instructors and we
went to Vietnamvtogether. He was a very skilled pilot and fine
officer. Returning home as we had so many times before, he was flying
my right wing. All of a sudden, it happened -- a mid-air collision.
Ed had runvinto me. Our rotor blades hit and we both went down. 1 had
11 people onboard and he had a 1ike dmount. I had very little control
of the helicopter as it was porpdising like mad. We,bit hard but
level, thé?kKQOd{ ard except for some very sore bones and‘bddies,
everyone_waedail right.'"I.never did_see Bd or know what happened to
him. Ve were eventually picked_up later and tbendl learned that Ed
‘jand his grOup were okay. The Squadron Commander got the final licks
there too as Ed's DER (officer evaluation report) was also one that

.-.,n-;

B you would want to pull out ‘of your files and burn The mid-air
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collision occured only 1@ days from the scheduled end of tour and
departure for home. It became my last flight because I =aid to hell
with it. Enough is enough. Ed didn't fly either because he was

downgraded to copilot status and then left shortly after me.

There were 'some nice things to remember, too. One was the closs, and
genuine friendship I developed with my fellow pilots in the Pornys.

Our logo was TPRS = THIS PLACE REALLY SUCKS. That acronym was seen

»”

all over Scouthest Asia. On olubs,-latrihes, trees, roecks, huts,
helicopters, statiomnery, everywhere. And we would never tell anycne
outside of the unit what TRPS stood for. I'll never forget walking

-down the hall at PACAF headquartefs'after I had been assigned there
from Udorn. ' General Crane stopped'me as we.happened tao pass-gach
other and out of a clear biue sky; he asked me, “Villo£ti.'what'doesh
TPRS mean?” I laughed and told him. He was a colorel and wing
cumménder of the 453rd TAC Fighter VWing while I was at Udorn. We had
TRPS reven stenciled on his staff car. I st1ll use it to
affectionately describe how:we all felt, The whole place sucked, the
food, climate, war aﬁd whatever we were attempting to accomplish by

t
our heroics.

But TPRS kept us all together and united: It was verylevideﬁg by
another saying we had -.and proved. “There is ;lways room at a Pony
table.” No matter how big or small the table - at the bar, mess hall,
you néme it, all the Ponys sat at that‘%able. If two or three guys
.Qent to eat:and sat dawn”and{fdur or e;ght moresPohys came 1in; they

all sat at . the same table. It was amazing but nothing ever wound up
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on the floor, got spilled or tipped over. It was like the parable of
the fish and 1oaves.'_No matter how many came, there was always room

for more.

And, of course, you just had to go to the nightly movie. lYou were
autddors, with benchee to sit on, and invariably you watchea terrible
flicks. I didn't" know they made so many bad films but nothing is ever
too good for the American GI. And rain, but you nevea’walked out. 1o
matter how bad it was or how hard it was raining, you stuckzitvout
until the bitter end. tWhj?t As we said, 1t killed anotherbtwo hours
off the tour, _And counting‘the time remaining of your tour—was very
important and a‘maJor prodﬁction. When you first arrived you had to
fi
get the best Playboy centerfold ‘'you could find. The plcture was then
divided off into 100 areas ~ no more and no less. Each area was then
numbered froém 1 to 100 and when you had passed the 265th day of your
tour, it was time to start marking and filiing in the 100 blocke on
the calendar - starting with 100 and going downward. That was aiways
a great day and.it called for a party when someone reached that
plateaﬁ{' Needless to say, you very sele ectively numbered those areas
-covering the main ingrediente'of the figure with thevlowest six to le
numbers. The final number one area was blocked out the morning you
got up, all packed ‘tickets in hand, ready to board the. cut-of- Lountr

paseenger flight. " The location of the number one area didn’ t vary too

much for thousands of guys
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